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One of the drivers of university reforms in Europe over the last decade has been the need for a better 
harmonization of degrees and pedagogical systems. Launched by governments with a clear political 
objective – improve the competitiveness of Europe on a world scale – the European harmonization 
process structured by European Education Ministers summits and formal declarations (Paris, Bologna, 
Prague, Berlin, Bergen) every other year has fostered many changes in most countries. 
In business education, sector regulation mechanisms- like accreditations and rankings – also gained 
momentum over the same period of time. When analyzed carefully in practice, it is obvious that these 
three movements – Bologna process, accreditation and ranking – leave management education 
institutions much room to maneuver. The thesis of this paper is that underlying factors, like the 
internationalization of students and faculty recruitments or the pressure on public spending, play an 
equally significant role to explain the structural evolution of academic institutions. 
Accreditations, rankings and the Bologna process are each capturing only a fraction of these 
phenomena. Taken altogether they do contribute to an upgrade in the management of European higher 
education institutions. But due to the cross-country differences in the adaptation to these changes and 
the various academic traditions, a harmonized European academic landscape is not for tomorrow… 
 
Keywords:  
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Résumé:  
La volonté d’harmonisation des diplômes et modèles pédagogiques a été l’un des moteurs des 
réformes universitaires en Europe au cours des dix dernières années. Lancé par les gouvernements 
avec un objectif politique clair – améliorer la compétitivité internationale de l’Europe – ce processus 
d’harmonisation Européen rythmé par les sommets ministériels successifs (Paris, Bologne, Prague, 
Berlin, Bergen) tous les deux ans a provoqué de nombreux changements dans la plupart des pays de 
l’Union. 
Dans le domaine de la formation au management, d’autres mécanismes de régulation sectorielle - les 
accréditations et classements – ont émergé et pris un poids important au cours de la même période. 
Quand on observe la réalité, il est évident que ces trois phénomènes – processus de Bologne, 
accréditations et classements – laissent en fait une grande marge de manœuvre aux institutions de 
formation. La thèse de cet article est que d’autres facteurs, tels que l’internationalisation de la 
population étudiante et des corps professoraux ou la pression sur la dépense publique, jouent un rôle 
tout aussi important pour expliquer ces évolutions. 
Accréditations, classements et processus dit de « Bologne » n’expliquent pas tout. Pris ensemble, ils 
contribuent à une amélioration qualitative du domaine, mais du fait de points de départ profondément 
différents entre les pays, l’harmonisation du paysage académique Européen n’est probablement pas 
encore pour demain … 
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One of the drivers of university reforms in Europe over the last decade has been the need for a 
better harmonization of degrees and pedagogical systems. Launched by governments with a 
clear political objective – improve the competitiveness of Europe on a world scale – the 
European harmonization process structured by European Education Ministers summits and 
formal declarations (Paris, Bologna, Prague, Berlin, Bergen) every other year has fostered 
many changes in most countries. It is widely known today as the Bologna Process. 
 
It is striking to observe how other sector regulation mechanisms, like accreditations and 
rankings, also gained momentum over the same period of time. They have existed for a  long 
time at national levels in many countries, but what has changed recently is their capacity to 
cross the boarders and address the issues and characteristics of institutions stemming from 
hugely different academic traditions. New players – like the AACSB or the EFMD – have 
very actively promoted quality improvement approaches and recognition labels that end up 
significantly influencing decisions made by institutions in terms of recruitment policies of 
students and faculty, curriculum design or governance for example. The same would be true 
with the bigger exposition of European business education institutions to media via rankings 
that pretend to compare programs on an international basis. 
 
When analyzed carefully in practice, it is obvious that these three movements – Bologna 
process, accreditation and ranking – leave management education institutions much room to 
maneuver.  The thesis of this paper is that underlying factors, like the internationalization of 
students and faculty recruitments or the pressure on public spending, play an equally 
significant role to explain the structural evolution of academic institutions. 
 
Accreditations, rankings and the Bologna process are each capturing only a fraction of these 
phenomena. Taken altogether they do contribute to an upgrade in the management of 
European higher education institutions. But due to the cross-countries differences in the 
adaptation to these changes and the various academic traditions, a harmonized European 
academic landscape is not for tomorrow… 
 1  
The sources used for writing this paper stem from different origins: a literature review, the 
operational involvement of the author as professor and dean of a leading European business 
school and his involvement in many AACSB and EFMD activities as speaker, advisor or peer 
reviewer in many accreditation visits, and board member of the accreditation committee of the 
AACSB which had to process dozens of files covering all parts of the world. 
 
Section 1 describes the starting point of these European reforms in three countries, the UK, 
Germany and France and compares them to an international reference of the sector, the 
American model. Section 2 focuses on some recent evolutions in these four countries. Section 
3 and 4 are respectively centered on the impact of accreditation systems and media rankings. 
Section 5 discusses the strategic dilemma many European institutions are currently facing. 
 2 1. Harmonize… but from very different starting points
 
Academic traditions vary considerably from one country to another in Europe. For example, 
the way the selection of students is organized in a French Grande Ecole has little to do with 
what is done in a typical German university: in the first case, national exams provide a very 
competitive selection process at the entrance of each institution according to a pretty rigid 
national hierarchy and graduation a few years later is almost a done deal for admitted 
students; in the second case, though universities had until recently limited control over their 
admissions, continuing students evaluations put a strong permanent pressure over their 
performance and de facto generate a selective ranking through the marks obtained. 
 
Similar differences exist for factors like the development of professional experience, overseas 
studies, specialization, job placements, etc. 
 
The picture is to some extent much simpler on the world scene, where the dominant mental 
model for management education is structured around a three-stage architecture including a 
Bachelor’s degree, a MBA and a Ph.D. As academic boundaries between countries tend to 
vanish, a key question is what strategy should national traditional systems adopt vis-à-vis this 
BA/MBA/PhD. international framework. Before addressing this issue in section 5, it is worth 
looking at the starting points in three large European countries, the UK, Germany and France. 
The American model plays a major role in influencing what is happening on the higher 
education scene since World War II (Üsdiken, 2004), and will be kept as a reference point for 
these three examples. In particular, the concept of MBA - Master’s degree in Business 
Administration – designed in the United States at the beginning of the twentieth century and 
largely promoted after World War II thanks to the allies’ victory and the success of American 
multinationals, is still largely structuring the mindset of academics willing to reform their 
curriculum, or of potential students wishing to become recognized managers. Considering the 
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To make it simple, the characteristics of the American model are the following: 
-  the master’s level of education in management is called MBA, Master’s in Business 
Administration. Although some institutions do offer Masters of Science in 
Management (MSc), they are rare and most of those which did have transformed 
 3 recently these degrees into MBAs. By and large, there is only one master’s level 
degree and that is the MBA, 
-  the reference MBA is predominantly a two-year full time program. In spite of all the 
changes that have occurred recently, notably the explosion of part-time and Executive 
MBAs, the elite program in top institutions like Harvard, Wharton, Stanford, Chicago 
and others, remains this two-year full time MBA. These elite programs have existed 
for a long time, most were created before WWII, and represent a widely recognized 
stage in a high potential career path. More than half of senior US executives 
possessing an MBA degree come from the top ten schools only (Lavelle, 2006)  
-  bachelor’s degrees usually take four intensive years and provide the robust academic 
fundamentals that most students do not always have upon graduation from High 
School.  
-  bachelor’s degree and MBA programs are largely disconnected, leading to a sequential 
mode of education: professional experience is not part of the curriculum, it is done 
before and after the program, not during it. Most students quit the university after their 
bachelor’s study to go and work in companies. Some come back a few years later to 
do an MBA. These MBA programs recruit bachelors from very different background: 
business, liberal arts, science, law, etc., and start their business education from scratch. 
 
The British system is quite different: 
-  bachelor’s degree are usually three-year programs, 
-  MBAs have developed much later than in the US, the first business schools like 
London Business School of Manchester Business School were created in the 1960’s 
(Tiratsoo, 2004) and where not part of the traditional system to educate elite 
managers. These elite institutions comprise a select group of colleges (Oxford, 
Cambridge…) graduating students in liberal arts or scientific disciplines (literature, 
history, physics…) and letting them be technically trained to business by the 
companies they would work for at a relatively young age (21-22), 
-  Since the late 70’s management education has become a real industry in the UK with 
its 150 MBAs and its Association of MBAs created in 1968. The number of MBA 
graduates jumped from 776 in 1976 to 10,889 in 2000. They recruit massively 
overseas: in 2002, nearly three fourths of all the full-time British MBAs came from 
abroad (Business Schools Advisory Group, 2002). 
-  MBA students are on average older, 30 year versus 28 year old in the US (Houdayer, 
Shenton, 2005). As most students completed their bachelor’s early and start their 
MBA later, they have de facto a much longer professional experience than in the US 
(Armstrong, 2005). 
 
Germany is even more different: 
-  The concept of MBA is not part of the traditional higher education framework. It is 
still viewed as an American type of applied education that has nothing to do with the 
academic rigor of traditional universities, even though some private schools (mostly 
seen as second class institutions…) created some rather competitive programs of this 
kind years ago. 
-  The M-level is based upon a single degree – the “diplom” – that would typically take 8 
to 12 semesters to complete after high school. This degree is offering classical, often 
purely theoretical, education that is common in traditional research universities still 
very much influenced by the Humboldt model (Erichsen, 2002, Kieser, 2004),  
-  No intermediate degree is granted after 3 years of higher education. 
 4 -  In this traditional framework many students do work in parallel and develop a real 
maturity and robust professional skills. As a consequence, they sometimes take many 
years to complete their degree, well beyond the “normal” five years. Interestingly, this 
professional experience is absolutely not monitored by universities (no tutoring by 
faculty, no credit given for the degree). 
 
The French situation is intermediate: 
-  Higher education is a dual system, with large public universities on one side, and 
public or private business schools (Grandes Ecoles) on the other side. The later 
dominate the scene for the training of elite managers. MBAs have existed for many 
years within the Grandes Ecoles and university system but with a very limited 
legitimacy. In most cases their reputation is still far behind that of the “core” degree, 
that is of the “historical” Grandes Ecoles, which are recruiting the best students of 
every generation through a very competitive national exam after two (or often three) 
years of intensive preparatory classes.  
-  The dominant master’s degree is the Grande Ecole degree. It provides an education 
both theoretical, building upon the fundamentals (mathematics, literature, philosophy, 
history, etc.) of the “classes preparatoires”, and applied, notably thanks to strong links 
with industry and the involvement of many adjunct faculty occupying senior positions 
there. 
-  International and professional experiences are part of the degree requirements and are 
closely monitored by the schools. They offer many internship and placement 
opportunities, complemented by faculty coaching, and maintain large portfolio of 
exchange and double degree agreements. This leads to a parallel and integrated model 
of education: professional experience is part of the system and the school monitors its 
interactions with the more classical academic dimension. To understand this approach 
it is worth going back to the roots of these institutions, which were created during the 
French revolution and the Napoleonic era to train the young elite the nation needed to 
fight its wars and run its empire, and who had to be both intellectually bright and 
immediately operational… 
-  Like in Germany, the tradition is that of long educational tracks (a minimum of 5 
years to get a master’s degree) with a broad scope of basic knowledge. “Classes 
preparatoires” students do not get a degree. Once students have been admitted to a 
Grand Ecole, they have to go until the end of the M-level to get their first official 
degree, 
-  Since the 1980s’, Grandes Ecoles have usually expanded around the core degree – the 
“Grande Ecole degree” – to create Specialized Masters, Executive education 
programs, classical MBAs… 
 
 
Another way to look at these cases is to consider the professional experience of graduates.  
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Length  2 years  1-2 years  7-8 years  4-5 years 
 5  
 
Even though some authors seriously question the value of prior work experience
1 for 
academic achievement or selection of MBA students (Dreher and Ryan, 2004), this parameter 
keeps structuring many debates on the evolution of programs and the answers academic 
institutions can give to meet employers’ needs. In other words, the duration of professional 
experience itself is not a sufficient parameter to capture its pedagogical value. What matters 
probably most is its acquisition and capitalization process. 
 
In 2004, 5% of MBA graduates had less than 6 months of professional experience, that figure 
went up to 7% in 2005 (GMAC 2004, 2005), but beyond declarations no precise data are 
available today on the experience profile of MBA students: statistics published by 
organizations like GMAC do not distinguish between part-time and full-time MBA, between 
top-tier and second tier schools. Nevertheless, current debates around MBAs always spot the 
same trends: difficulty to recruit for full time programs and interest for younger profile, who 
often have a real academic potential and face lower opportunity cost interrupting their career 




2.  The Bologna process and some evolutions in progress 
 
The European harmonization effort of higher education is a very challenging process that is 
still in progress (Commission Européenne 2005, 2006, Enders 2002). Although major 
improvements have already been introduced, there is undoubtedly a long way to go before the 
initial political objectives behind these moves are achieved. 
 
Surprisingly, Bologna is sometimes referred to as an “Accord” or a “Model”. These 
formulations are in fact quite misleading as a careful scrutiny of the key steps of the last 
decade does not allow to identify clear and precise settings or models European institutions 
should follow. There is still a huge room of maneuver at the national level to interpret the 
general guidelines and principles defined during the successive political summits that set the 
pace almost every other year since 1998. 
 
In the 1990’s the analysis which led to the launch of this harmonization process started from 
the identification of the many barriers Europe had to struggle with: diversity and complexity 
of the curricula and degree structures across countries, difficulty to compare institutions for 
potential employers looking for a skilled and competent labor force, lack of labor force 
mobility. At the same time some elements of convergence appeared: pressure for shorter 
studies in some countries, adoption of systems for the transfer and accumulation of academic 
credits (ECTS – European Credit Transfer System), increased autonomy given to universities, 
emergence of initiatives for quality control and evaluation.  
 
These initial thoughts were formalized through a political initiative of several European 
Ministers of education which led to the Sorbonne Declaration signed by four countries 
(France, Germany, Italy, United Kingdom) on May 25th, 1998 in Paris. This declaration 
                                                           
1  which largely correlates with what we can observe with a very different vision and 
organization of students’ experience at ESSEC 
 6 called for an « open European area for higher learning » and set several directions for future 
action (credit system, common frame for qualifications, quality assurance) 
 
The next big move took place a year later. The spectrum was considerably broadened and 
made precise with the signature of the Bologna Declaration by 29 countries on June 19, 1999. 
The four initial signatories were joined by 25 other European countries (EU or Non-EU) who 
wanted to be part of this process. This declaration had the same and main primary objective: 
to create an « open European higher education area » by 2010...  
 
The structural objectives identified included: 
-  to foster cooperation between higher education institutions, 
-  to facilitate staff, researcher and student mobility, 
-  to increase both the competitiveness of Europeans in the world labour market 
(employability) and the attractiveness of European higher education in the world 
(competitiveness) taking full respect for the diversity of cultures, languages and 
national education systems. 
 
The convergence process relied upon different operational measures: 
-  the adoption of a system of easily readable and comparable degrees (through the 
diploma supplement), based on two main cycles, undergraduate (lasting at least three 
years and referred to as L-Level) and graduate (referred to as M-Level
2). The L-level 
degree shall be relevant to the labour market. 
-  the establishment of credits transfer and accumulation system 
-  more cooperation in quality assurance, evaluation and accreditation (development of 
comparable criteria and methodologies)  
-  the promotion of the European dimension in higher education (curricular 
development, inter-institutional cooperation, etc.)  
 
The following summit in Prague two years later (May 18-19, 2001) involved even more 
countries (32 signatories) and reviewed the major trends: 
-  insufficient attention for teachers mobility, 
-  visible progress of quality assurance but unclear relationship between quality 
assurance and accreditation,  
-  strong trend towards 3-year bachelors programs, but no similar effort towards 
convergence at the postgraduate level  
 
Some progresses made were already visible: 
-  the LMD structure is being implemented in an increasing number of countries, 
-  unanimous support for increased mobility, recognition and transparency of 
qualifications, 
-  employability is becoming a major issue and professional-oriented degrees (L, M) are 
introduced, 
-  ECTS-compatible credit system is spreading, 
-  issues of quality assurance systems and accreditation are on the public agendas, 
-  various plans aiming at attracting non-European students have been forged. 
 
The three major Bologna goals were confirmed and future directions identified:  
-  increase the readibility and the comparability of higher degrees, especially of the 
Master level, 
                                                           
2  Added to the D for doctorate these L and M-levels defined the so-called “LMD” structure 
 7 -  ensure high standards by developing quality assurance mechanisms, 
-  increase « the attractiveness and credibility of European higher education at the global 
level  », notably through the development of modules, courses and curricula with 
« European content », orientation and organisation. 
 
At the Berlin summit (September 17-18, 2003), the 33 signatories (one more) reviewed the 
progresses made : increase of mobility figures, generalization of the ECTS as a basis for the 
national credit systems, development of additional modules, courses and curricula with 
« European content ».  
 
In Berlin, ministers also decided to accelerate the process thanks to the definition of short 
term objectives to be achieved by the signatories in 2005 (Commission Européenne, 2006):  
-  having started to implement quality assurance systems,  
-  having adopted a « 2-cycle system » , 
-  deliver a "Diploma supplement"
3 to every graduate at no cost and in a widely spoken 
language. 
 
The following conference in Bergen in May 2005 stayed in line with these points: “The 
Ministers of Higher Education of the Bologna Signatory States adopted a communiqué taking 
note of progress made so far and confirming the priorities defined at the Berlin Meeting. As 
further challenges and priorities, Ministers identified: higher education and research, the 
social dimension, mobility and the attractiveness of EHEA
4and cooperation with other parts 
of the world” (Commission Européenne, 2006). As of today the document preparing the next 
step, London in 2007, basically reaffirms the objectives of this Bologna Process. It now 
involves 45 countries and influences many others like Australia which is a major provider of 
higher education internationally attracting more overseas students than France with a fully 
market oriented approach (Davis 2006, Slattery 2006). 
 
It is noticeable that if some elements like the mobility of students and the use of ECTS made 
huge progresses over the last decade. Others like quality assurance systems or curriculum 
reforms face much more hurdles. In particular, in terms of curriculum design, the more the 
Bologna process advances the fuzzier it seems to become: the LMD approach now refers to a 
“two-cycle system” which says very little about the precise structure of the M-Level and 
leaves a lot of flexibility to countries coming from very diverse trajectories. The “3+2” (3-
year L + 2-year M) or “3+1” or “4+1”, etc., are merely nothing more than national 
interpretations of these Bologna principles. We are still far from a homogenised model in this 
respect. 
 
The changes that can be observed in the four countries analyzed in this paper illustrate this 
diversity. One common characteristic of these four countries is that none of them is 






                                                           
3  This document should be designed to help clarify the understanding, notably by potential employers and other 
academic institutions, of the degree obtained by each student and give some precise information, like the 
academic specialization validated for example. 
4  European Higher Education Area  
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Some evolut i ons…
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In the US, business education in general and MBAs in particular have recently been the 
subject of numerous debates and criticisms, the relevance of the education they provide being 
seen as a key issue (Pfeffer & Fong 2002, Friga et alii 2003, Bennis & O’Toole 2005, 
DeAngelo et alii 2005)  
 
Over the last decade, the MBA model has in fact considerably evolved: the traditional model 
of the 2-year full time program has faced the rising competition from new part time formats, 
whether they are called “Part time MBAs” for similar target populations (25-34 years old) or 
“Executive MBAs” for more senior participants (30-45 years old). These programs have been 
launched in almost every major business school. And whereas the market for full time MBAs 
is mature and saturated in most countries, they represent a booming market (Bradshaw 2005, 
Lavelle 2005). 
 
One may argue that these changes of the MBA market were simply generated by the bad 
recent economic situation in most developed countries, following the internet bubble burst of 
the early 2000s. As economic recoveries do not really seem to reverse the trend, some 
structural factors are probably at stake: 
 
-  the need to recruit real academic potentials, who would not come back at 28 to do an 
MBA, is critical. Today, career management of high potentials puts a much higher 
pressure on young executives: to some extent, someone who is spotted as a high 
potential at 28 does not need to do an MBA. If he really needs some business 
education, an Executive MBA, allowing him to keep his position, a couple of years 
later will be the perfect match. The slogan of Harvard - « If you have the skills why 
wait ? » - or Stanford - « We want people who come for a learning experience not for 
a social experience » - are illustrating this evolution: their traditional full time MBAs 
put more emphasis on academic potential than on work experience already acquired, 
which is probably a good bet to maintain the quality of their recruitment, 
 
 9 -  the addition of tuition fees, salary loss and cost of living represents a very high 
opportunity cost for those who may want to do an MBA at 30. The risk for business 
schools would be to recruit first and foremost students who can afford it (with the 
capacity to pay as the sole criteria…) instead of good students. The two dimensions 
are not necessarily strictly correlated. This tension has become obvious for many 
institutions, including in the top tier, and the temptation is big for program directors to 
lower academic requirements to cope with the economic pressure they have to stand. 
 
-  more and more firms complain about the price to quality ratio of MBAs versus 
Bachelors. In many cases, Bachelors tend to have better scores than MBAs in 
academic courses (see the example of Wharton, Miller and Shachtman 2002). Their 
expectations in terms of salary and position in companies are much lower than those 
of their fellow MBAs and firms appreciate their flexibility and the possibility to train 
them to their own methods and procedures. In other words, the older you are, the 
higher your expectations, the younger, the better is your “marketability”. 
 
-  some demographic issues, like the balance between Men and Women, become more 
and more important. In MBAs targeting a 28-35 age range population, a mechanical 
selection bias against women occurs (Zupan 2005). They very often give birth at this 
age and it makes it more difficult for them to combine personal and professional lives. 
An easy way to reduce this imbalance is to recruit younger students. 
 
 
Interestingly, this dynamics of MBAs is creating opportunities for European institutions as the 
boundaries of the sector are redefined. But there are still many differences across countries in 
Europe.  
 
The British iceberg syndrome 
 
The UK is probably the country experiencing the least structural changes. It tends to stick to 
the “old model”: an MBA is a post-professional experience degree for participants around 30 
years old or above. The first stages (L&M) of higher education are pretty theoretical and 
rather short compared to continental European countries like France of Germany. In the 
Bologna jargon it would have or “3+1+1” model: a 3-year L  +  1-year M  +  1-year M’, the 
first M being a “Master of Science in Management” accessible straight after the bachelor’s 
degree and the second M being the MBA putting a big stress on its “post experience” 
dimension.  
 
In this country, L and M students do not have any professional experience and the training 
philosophy remains fundamentally sequential: one studies first, then leaves the university for 
“real life experience” and may come back for an MBA years later. Though, facing difficulties 
to recruit students in the “old” traditional full time MBAs these days, they may also have to 
adopt a clearer segmentation between MBAs (below 30) and Executive MBAs (over 30). 
Some major institutions like London Business School have recently adopted this approach. 
Like in the US, part-time MBAs are representing the mass of the system, with a kind of 
“iceberg syndrome”: full time MBAs are still used as flagships by institutions notably to score 
high in the rankings and recruit overseas, whereas volumes (and profits) are realized in part-
time programs. 
 
 10 The German supertanker 
 
In Germany, the bachelor-master system has been introduced in many universities of applied 
science “Fachhochschulen” often as a way to compete against the traditional universities and 
access to the M-level of education (Enders, 2002). Nevertheless, even though the pressure is 
obviously mounting in favor of a more market-oriented type of regulation (Erichsen, 2002), it 
is noticeable that the rhythm of change has been much slower in traditional research 
universities. Leading business education universities, like Mannheim, are just beginning to 
introduce their first bachelor’s degree.  
 
Even if the number of MBAs has exploded recently, this is still an emerging market and the 
implementation of a “long” Bachelors/Masters system may not really leave a lot of room for 
new full time classical two-year MBAs in prestigious institutions. Simultaneously, the 
diffusion of the MBA style of education in large companies and the efforts made by research 
universities to propose more business-oriented programs may open wide avenues for the 
creation of Part-time and Executive MBAs.  
 
Just as in the UK, professional experience is still not integrated into the curriculum, but the 
track to get a M-level degree is longer, requires the acquisition of a broad and robust 
knowledge base and, more importantly, is highly valued by society and employers. Indeed a 
major issue for German universities is the future acceptance of bachelors by the job market.  
 
 
The French five-leg sheep 
 
In France, the situation is as usual hybrid (Kipping at alii 2004). MBAs have existed for many 
years. Grandes Ecoles have expanded around their core “Grande Ecole degree” to create one-
year Specialized Masters, classical MBAs, Executive MBAs, Advanced Management 
Programs, etc. The reputation of French MBAs, mostly traditional and inspired by the old 
American model, remains far behind that of the “historical” Grandes Ecoles and suffer from 
the skepticism that has emerged recently in the debates over American business schools.  
 
Over the same period of time, Grandes Ecoles themselves have tremendously evolved putting 
more stress on research, on professional and international experiences for students, the 
recruitment of international students and faculty, the diversification of their funding resources 
to keep up the pace with their international competitors in a context where public funding is 
diminishing in relative terms. Today, the convergence between “new” Grandes Ecoles and 
“new” full time MBAs appears more and more obvious: their students are older (critical mass 
around 22-24 years of age) and much more experienced (on average two years of professional 
experience upon graduation at Essec today).  
 
Looking at the Bologna two-cycle system, the situation is ambiguous. Still relying heavily 
upon the “classes preparatoires” system, the vast majority of Grandes Ecoles do not give any 
degree after the first year of their programs. In practice, for accreditation or student exchange 
purposes, they grant a certificate of “equivalence to a bachelor’s degree”, but remain very 
reluctant to “cut” their M-degree into two parts. In practice, considering the efforts they made 
to be admitted into leading schools, very few students would in fact consider quitting their 
school after only one year. The intermediate cut promoted in the Bologna process is de facto 
not relevant in this context. 
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To sum up what is happening in these countries, one can have a closer look at the evolution of 
MBAs in leading institutions. 
 
xecutive MBAs capture a growing portion of high potential candidates at a later age (beyond 
profiles in their traditional two-year programs (Hindo 
-  portunity cost for their potential 
-  es in the evening or 
 
hat is probably even more enlightening to understand these evolutions is to scratch the 
or the UK, beyond the defense of an academic framework distinguishing clearly pre and post 
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30), but even if they contribute to a market extension and meet new needs, they do 
cannibalize traditional MBAs. Consequently, the reaction of business schools most often turns 
around the three following options: 
-  the recruitment of younger 
2002, 2003, The Economist 2004, Gloeckler 2006), 
the shortening of these programs to reduce the op
targets. Proposing a one-year format, which only Insead had been doing from the 
beginning, or a 15 or 18-month program with promotional materials putting a big 
emphasis on the possibility to go fast, is more and more common, 
and of course, the development of part-time MBAs, offering cours
during the week-ends, to capture mostly local/regional candidates as these formats do 
not permit repetitive long travels. 
 
W
surface and identify some hidden agenda of institutions in these countries. 
 
F
experience degrees, and trying desperately to reserve the MBA label for mature and solvable 
participants, the economic agenda is obvious: MBAs are a major source of cash and British 
business schools have aggressively developed these products to fund their operations in a 
higher education system that has felt the pressure on public funding long before its European 
counterparts. The will to preserve its influence and market shares is obvious through the 
defense and promotion of some national rankings and moves like that of AMBA (the 
association of MBAs) to start accrediting MScs (!) which is seen as a growing segment as 
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In Germany the reasons are different. As politicians want to reduce the cost and length of 
tudy and bring more flexibility in the university system, universities have seized the occasion 
aster framework has probably 
ss to do with the will to join the “Bologna process” than with national bargaining between 
for 
ublic funding, players used the MBA segment to offer more applied programs, that are easily 
sitioning is also key in France but at another level. Grandes 
coles always benefited from both an excellent academic reputation and strong links with the 
rnational harmonization process is in progress, defining where to put this animal is a 
ugh question. Designed for inexperienced students, it is clearly not comparable to British 
ortant to analyze the impact of other 
stitutional factors like accreditations and rankings on these evolutions. 
s
to obtain control over levers they had desired for long: the right to choose their students or at 
least the majority of them according to their own criteria (Erichsen 2002), the possibility to 
charge tuition fees and generate locally controllable revenues.  
 
Paradoxically, the slow and careful adoption of the Bachelor/M
le
universities and regional public authorities
5. With a cynical view, for example, the 
introduction of a Bachelor’s degree, is not a way to deliver employable graduates to recruiters 
but to acquire a tighter control on the entry into the masters’ programs… To some extent, the 
introduction of international “standards” is just a byproduct of these national discussions.  
 
In this context, absorbed by the transformation of the Diplom Kaufmann and the struggle 
p
readable internationally and that create new streams of “free” revenues with relatively limited 
additional fixed costs. The relative positioning of long renovated M and freshly introduced 
MBAs is still an open question. 
 
This question of institutional po
E
business world. The placement of their graduates has never been an issue and their semi-
public status allowed them to develop alternative sources of revenues for long (tuition fees, 
executive education, emerging fund raising). Being not for profit organizations and pretty 
small institutions, they do not look for high volumes. One of the major problems they face is 





MBAs; it is much more applied than the German Diplom Kaufman and it has much more 
robust and larger theoretical antecedents than the American MBA. The debates around the 
evolution of the M-level degrees in this context fundamentally reveal institutional marketing 
options. Some institutions left their Grande Ecole program aside to bet on what they 
perceived as a standard MBA, which benefited from extensive marketing efforts to play the 
role of a Trojan horse in the anglo-saxon media in particular. The objective there is to create a 
brand awareness vector for international markets. Acknowledging structural trends of the 
MBA landscape, other institutions upgraded their core “Grande Ecole degree” to position it 
internationally as a Junior or Integrated MBA. In both cases, accreditations and rankings 
played a significant role in the decision. And the Bologna process provided a convenient 
exogenous music with many potential partitions… 
 
Considering these political elements, it is imp
in
 
                                                           
iversities are managed at the State level – Lander – in Germany, the Federal Go
5   Un vernment having only 
limited power compared to other countries. 
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3.  Accreditations: much less normative than one could expect… 
 
Often referred to as powerful standardization processes, accreditations are in fact facilitating 
change management by bringing external eyes in often very conservative organizations. The 
quality of these accreditation processes varies a lot, but when it is properly managed, their 
value is big (Mottis and Thevenet, 1999, 2003). 
 
Over the last decade, another key driving force behind the reform of management education 
has been the rapid development and internationalization of these accreditation systems. 
Encouraging the creation of quality assessment mechanisms was indeed one of the strategic 
objectives of the Bologna process. After only 10 years, it is striking to observe how these 
professional regulations are encouraging the management education landscape to move. 
 
Beyond the multiple national public organizations or commercial entities that surf this wave, 
two organizations are widely seen as dominating the scene.  
 
The first and probably most prestigious was created almost a century ago by the American 
Association of Business Schools - the AACSB – the American Assembly of Collegiate 
Schools of Business. After accrediting US business schools only, it went international in the 
early 1990s’ with a first move to Canada. The first institution accredited outside North 
America was ESSEC in France in 1997 and since then 62 institutions have obtained this label 
outside of the US.  
 
The second system was developed by the EFMD – the European Foundation for Management 
Development – under the name of EQUIS – European Quality Improvement System – and 
started to accredit institutions also in 1997.  Since then 89 institutions have successfully gone 
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Having been extensively
6 involved in both systems, a few elements emerge when comparing 
them and analyzing their true impact on institutions: 
 
                                                           
6   as project manager for the ESSEC AACSB accreditation process in 1995-97, member of the AACSB Initial 
Accreditation Committee for the last here years, advisor or peer review team member of several AACSB cases, 
Director of ESSEC as it went through its EQUIS accreditation process in 2002 and since member of several peer 
review teams. 
 14 -  As the few statistics above reveal, the internationalization of these systems is both 
recent and rapid. These two organizations aim to cover the world and, even if Europe 
has been their main battlefield so far (60% of the jointly accredited players are there), 
are about to make it. They both actively promote their approach in zones like South 
America, Asia or Australia – New Zealand, 
 
-  In terms of philosophy they get closer and closer (AACSB 2006, EFMD 2006). They 
both give a high price to self-assessment which is the basis for a judgment by 
professional experts: peers from other institutions talk to peers looking for external 
advice and approval. Since the implementation of its new standards in 2004 (Thomson 
2004), some American-centric dimensions of the AACSB standards have been 
corrected. Their analytical grids have different structures but they cover very similar 
issues. The only significant difference refers to the use of quantitative criteria for 
assessing faculty resources in the AACSB case. 
 
-  Finally, the biggest difference is undoubtedly at the process level: the AACSB 
process, which has been refined over the years, is quite sophisticated with a long series 
of steps to follow and several layers of decisions making entities. Though it may slow 
down the process, it also guarantees a high level of predictability of the outcome and 
stimulates intensive knowledge sharing among a large group of peers. The “younger” 
EQUIS process is shorter and simpler, but the lack of experience of the organization 
that runs it (the number of experimented peers is de facto limited) and the will to move 
ahead rapidly to compete internationally, bear some risks for candidate institutions: 
the outcome is partly dependent on the composition of the audit team and political 
games are not fully controlled by the committees structure yet. 
 
In practice, the design of the standards and their implementation leave a lot of flexibility to 
institutions. Paradoxically, obtaining these labels is a way to send strong positive signals to 
the outside world whereas the meaning of these signals say little more than   
1/ our institution is motivated (these processes are extremely time-consuming…) and 
on the move,   
2/ we are “globally coherent”: when we tell to our peers what our mission is, what our 
resources are and which results we get, they are convinced. 
 
In fact, these accreditations are validating a huge variety of settings as long as they achieve a 




4.  The rankings: still looking for the really international ones 
 
Ranking have been the subject of many criticisms and articles recently (see Policano 2005 for 
a recent synthesis) but their influence does not seem to diminish. This is not surprising as the 
complexity of programs offering and the national and international competition on students’ 
recruitment create a need for simple signals. 
 
In Europe, it is striking to observe how national and fragmented they remain. Developed by or 
with national media, they are systematically deeply influenced by the dominant academic 
framework of their home country. That is true for leading players like L’Etudiant in France, 
which focuses on Grandes Ecoles degrees (L’Etudiant 2006), the CHE in Germany which 
 15 focuses on institutions proposing the Diplom Kaufman (CHE 2006), or the Financial Times 
(FT 2006) and The Economist (Which MBA 2006) in the UK, which both concentrate on 
MBAs. 
 
These last two rankings are often presented as international. They indeed cover MBAs outside 
of the UK, but an examination of the figures reveals a strong “local” biais. In the Financial 
Times ranking of the top 100 MBAs in 2005: 57 are Americans, 7 are Canadians, 27 are 
Europeans, 9 for the rest of the world (Australia 2, China 2…). Out of these 27 Europeans, 16 
are British, 3 Spanish, 3 French (including Insead), 2 Irish, 1 Italian, etc. 
 
The picture given by The Economist, the other most famous British ranking, does not really 
differ: out of the top 100 MBAs in 2005, 45 are Americans, 3 are Canadians, 40 are 
Europeans, 12 for the rest of the world (Australia 4, China 3…). Out of the 40 Europeans, 24 
are British, 4 French (including Insead), 3 Spanish, 3 Dutch, etc.  
 
In both rankings, there are no German and Scandinavian institutions, only one Italian (always 
the same Bocconi), and the few French (apart from Insead) are not ranked for their most 
prestigious degree (i.e. the Grande Ecole), which is normal as it is outside the scope! 
Moreover, most practitioners and academics of the field would undoubtedly see some names 
that appear quite high in the list as pretty weak academic institutions. 
 
The paradox of many rankings today is that they are neither internationally – they fail to 
capture the diversity of international business education and compare their reference programs 
– nor nationally – they ignore huge segments of business schools portfolio of activities – 
relevant. That is even true in countries like the UK where the biggest chunk of programs – 
Part time MBAs – is not evaluated by rankings. 
 
Due to the lack of alternatives and the power of these media, their impact has gone far beyond 
that of simple “signals producers” for the market: the increase of professional experience of 
participants, which has positive effects on remuneration criteria (Zupan 2005), or the often 
counterproductive faculty rush to publish in the journals included in their list (DeAngelo 
2005, Besancenot and Vranceanu 2006) is largely attributable to their influence. 
 
One way to address this phenomenon and react to these statistics could be to criticize the 
methodology that led to such rankings, and indeed there are many things to say in most cases. 
Assuming that they are done honestly, the next step would be to play with the rules to reach a 
good position. Considering the fact that many institutions with questionable academic records 
succeed in this game, it is not a stupid option. 
 
Another way would be to simply ignore them. That is what Wharton and Harvard decided to 
do in 2004, refusing to answer to media requests and to communicate their alumni data 
anymore to journals like Business Week. A classical prisoner’s dilemma is at stake here: apart 
from outstanding players like the two cited above, for the others the option is valid only if 
everybody applies this rule as retaliation from media can be very costly for isolated 
opponents... 
 
Finally, if one excludes the option that countries can develop without business education (…), 
then one has to reflect upon the strategies European institutions which are outside of the 
mainstream should adopt to break out on the world scene. “Killing the messengers” 
(L’Etudiant, CHE, FT, The Economist, Business Week, Wall Street Journal…) or 
 16 disregarding some players’ marketing tricks that do have an impact, is not enough. The 
fundamental question is how to capitalize on the richness and diversity of centuries old 
university traditions when the norm set by the main competitor does not fit our models? To 
say it differently, should we simply align our systems with this dominant norm or is there 




5.  A strategic dilemma for institutions: “simply copy” or “upgrade the tradition” 
 
As European higher education is becoming increasingly competitive, institutions face difficult 
strategic options and risks. The M-Level type of degree which is representing today the most 
exposed segment to international competition, with its MSc, MBA, and others, is 
accumulating most of these constraints. 
 
Most institutions have to choose between two obvious risks. 
 
The first one is to compete with a « me-too » product that is a pale copy of well-established 
MBAs with strong brand names (i.e. big American business schools in particular). Also 
observed and deeply criticized in the US (Pfeffer and Fong 2004), this « me-too » approach, 
usually leaves aside some key elements of the « traditional » system, such as the use of other 
languages than English or the design of long curricula (more than two years) covering a very 
broad spectrum of disciplines (sociology, philosophy, history, mathematics, literature, etc.).  
 
The second risk would be to compete with the core of the « traditional » system (i.e. the 
Grande Ecole degree in France, the Diplom Kaufmann in Germany, etc.) and lagging behind 
because it does not meet well-known and widely understood standards. This strategy is valid 
only if the visibility of the product can, at least partly, match some structural elements of 
«  classical  » MBAs, such as students with a professional experience, teaching of applied 
disciplines immediately relevant for practice, etc. The pro here is to compete with the 
« heart » of the system and the difficulty lies in the credibility of its differentiation on the 
market. 
 17 20
Me too ! Me too! Me too!
Typically: reverse engineering based on ranking 
criteria…
 
These questions have been largely addressed at the European level in the debates on the 
harmonization of degrees from La Sorbonne to Bergen and probably in London in 2007 again. 
As described above, the emergence of new formats like Executive MBAs and the inevitable 
market segmentation that it is generating may leave room for a more fruitful combination of 
“national” systems and international references. Europe in general could largely benefit from 
these evolutions of management education. 
 
Looking at Europe through one lens – MBA programs - that apparently relate to stabilized 
standards on the international scene reveals in fact a huge diversity of contexts and strategies. 
Whether this diversity simply allows European institutions to capitalize on their traditions or 
weakens their visibility and ability to defend their interests is a key issue. 
 
 
To make it simple, there are basically three options for European business education 
institutions that start a reform of their programs offering.  
 
The first option is to stick to one’s national peculiarities. As this industry is becoming more 
and more global – faculty move easily, students mobility is increasing, employers shop 
everywhere, etc. – and the support public authorities grant is more and more constrained, this 
option would probably be the safest road to decline. 
 
The second option would be to bet on a “faux nez” (artificial nose…) strategy. The principle 
is very simple: the easiest way to proceed is to create a light high speed vessel that meets a 
series of targeted standards, concentrate key resources on it (research, marketing…) and make 
it wave the flag for the whole fleet… that may be composed of steamships of even rowing 
boats (anyway they are far behind, nobody sees them from abroad…). This artificial interface 
fulfilling generally accepted MBA practices can bring some international recognition and 
even benefit to the rest of the fleet. This is probably the cost optimal strategy for the short 
term and those that played it can save their face for a while. It is actually followed by many 
institutions in Europe, a key success factor being the capacity to invest a lot of cash. But the 
key issue remains: how can one guarantee the future of the admiral (steam)ship if it is not 
modernized and at the forefront of the race? 
 
The third option would be to build on the strengths of the traditional core and make it run with 
the best from other countries. Exposing the heart to the fiercest competition is risky and 
 18 imposes dramatic reforms of key elements, but it is probably the best way to really modernize 
it for the long term. The “Bologna process”, which is creating a favorable atmosphere for 
reforms without imposing rigid frameworks, could be very helpful for that. Hence, the 
constraints for implementing this option, which has the potential to maximize the value of 
European diversity, should not be overestimated and wrongly attributed to an abstract 






In a famous 2002 article, Pfeffer and Fong, two American professors expressed very critical 
views against US business schools. Among other negative points, they argued that “a large 
body of evidence suggests that the curriculum taught in business schools has only a small 
relationship to what is important for succeeding in business”. 
 
Many European universities today are devoting a considerable amount of time and energy to 
redesign their curricula. As a famous economist (Keynes) used to say: “politicians are often 
victims of economists who are already dead”. During this key transition phase, let us have a 
close look at our dominant competitors and, instead of copying them, identify what in our 
educational tradition is of great value for the future. And there are many… let us simply be 
creative and never forget that if market forces can certainly help introduce some movements 
and reforms in our often conservative academic institutions, education is fundamentally a 
public good which takes decades to build up and never benefits from “quick fix” solutions.  
 
Harmonization under the Bologna process spirit and national academic traditions are not 
antagonistic (Mottis 2003). This process has already fostered many positive moves for 
European business education. Together with accreditations, and maybe one-day more relevant 
signal providers (ranking or rating, competent media) it will undoubtedly keep accompanying 
a modernization process that is still in the making… 
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